W ANTONIO RICAURTE SAVED THE GUNS. 


HOW ANTONIO RICAURTE SAVED 
THE GUNS. 

What tlio Fourth of July is for tbo United States of 
America, the Elovonth of Novembor is for the United 
States of Colombia—a day of intense patriotism, fizzing 
rockets and awful waste of gunpowder. For it was on 
November 11th, 1811, tbnt some gallant spirits—too trno 
to their country to turn back at the frown of Spain, oven 
though one of her kings had said, in his pride. “At 
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Spain’s least movement tlio eartli trembles ”— met 
in tlio City of Cartliagena, signed and issued to tlicir 
conntrymen an Ada He Independence, which was their 
Declaration of Independence. 

This Ada spread like prairie-lire through tho country. 
It enlisted, in addition to Simon Bolivar, men like 
Sucre, Podz, Santander, Cordoba, Bicaurte, Jirardot, 
Dolnyar, and others who filled uji, with bravo deeds, 
the annals of national valor. 

One among these, Antonio Bicaurte, has come down to 
us to-dny—a special typo of those who sacrifice them¬ 
selves for their country. This hero was young, not 
over twenty-eight years, was not high-ranked, signing 
a simple capitan after his name, and was not known out 
of Santo Pd do Bogotif, wlicnco ho lind como to battle 
bravely and to die grandly. 

Tho events with which Bicaurte is nssoeinted took 
placo during tho War of Independence of the Spanish 
American Colonics against tho power of Spain. 

Tho year was 1813, tho month March, tho battlefield 
San Mateo, near Cartfcas. Tho situation of tho patriots 
of Venezuela was critical. Tho main point threatened by 
tho Spaniards was tho capital, but a lion stood in tho 
path betweeu them and Carifcas. That lion was General 
Simon Bolivar, already being then talked of ns tho 
coming Liberlador. 

Tlio royalists, two thousand infnntiy with five thousand 
cavalry, were commanded by General Bdves. A bravo 
but unscrupulous soldier, Bdves was a fit leader of men 
who, though formidable in numbers, woro undisciplined, 
anil woro kept together only by the liopo of plunder. 
His forces were the terror of the peaceful inhabitants, 
and tho atrocious butchery of Ocumaro by his lieutenant, 
Boscto, in February, had added to tho horror with which 
fho campaign of 1813 had opened. To moot this large 
force—which, if unruly, had shown itself capable of good 
fighting—General Bolivar lmd only ono thousand fivo 
hundred infantry nnd six hundred cavalry. 

He had fortified himself as woll as ho was able at San 
Mateo, a villago somo forty miles from Carifcas. Tho 
position was well-cliosen, tho villago being situated in a 
plain, crowned on tho north nnd south, by eminences. 

On ono of tho heights was a liouso belonging to Boli¬ 
var, and near it, though further toward tho east, ex¬ 
tended tho ingen io, or mill, which was ono of his valu¬ 
able patrimonial possessions. 

Bolivar caused trenches to bo dug, cutting tho princi¬ 
pal road to Victoria, which crossed tho villago of San 
Mateo and ran by tho foot of tho mill. His headquarters 
Were in a street nonr tho trenches, while a strong force 
guarded tho ford of tho Hirer Amgun. 

Bdves—a furious war-wolf—had tho men, but ho lacked 
artillery and ordnance. General Bolivar, who had rnoro 
than ho needed of both, had not tho men, and it was 
in this that his main dauger lay. 

Ho had only on tho 10th of tho month sent Gonoral 
Montilla, with threo hundred chosen troops, to tho ro- 
liof of Carifcas, then threatened by Bosete, tho butclior 
of Ocnmarc. This had left him with eighteen hundred 
mon of all arms, against nearly four times that nnmbor. 

Ho had already deposited tho surplus of his artillery 
and ordnanco supplies in tho mill, with a guard of 
fifty mon, commanded by Captain Antonio Bicaurte, a 
young ofllcer in whoso discretion and courage ho had 
great confidence. 

This is how matters stood. If General Bolivar could 
savo his magazine and artillery from Bdves, who had 
none, ho ought to succeed in driving tlio latter from the 
country, thus leaving his own army free to reinforce 


Gonoral Montilla at Carifcas. If Bdves, at, this time 
without a singlo fiold-gun, could onco seize tlio guns 
stored nt tho mill, ho would, with his great superiority- 
in numbers, bocorno master of tho situation, annihilate tho 
patriot army nt San Mateo, and tako Carifcas nt his enso. 

Valencia, tho heroic eity, would not bo ablo to resist 
him, and tho fertile valleys of Amgun would lio helpless 
before him, a rich harvest for his thievish Uaneros. 

Those wero tho immediate certainties ; but beyond 
tlieso known results loomed up tho unknown possibili¬ 
ties—tho destruction of tho patriot bands olsowhoro, tho 
States left defenseless, tho death or capturo of Bolivar, 
nnd tho ilespnir which would liavo paralyzed tho repub¬ 
lican councils from tho Bay of Panama to tho sources of 
tho Amazon. 

It was under tlieso circumstances that Bdves, nftcr re¬ 
peated attacks upon various points of Bolivar’s linos, 
becoming convinced that his forces would bo gradiinlly 
wcnkcncd, without nny hopo of ultimnto success, iiunlly 
decided to risk a gonoral engagement. 

To this ho was moved equally by his own aversion to 
inactivity and tlio clamors of tho wild Uaneros, bravo in 
their numbers and chafing nt delay. 

In this now attack his objectivo point was to bo tho 
mill, nud n stratagem was decided on to effect its capture. 
His spies had already reported that all tho spare artil¬ 
lery and tho ordnanco woro there, guarded by a small 
force. That point, therefore, represented his supreme 
necessity. His plan of battlo was skillful ns well os 
daring. It was, to detach a powerful column against tho 
rear of tho height on which was stationed tho left flank 
of tho enemy’s forco, to turn it, and then to advance 
swiftly upon tho mill, loft by this sudden movement at 
his moroy, wliilo Bdves himself, at tho hoad of his othor 
troops, was to divert tho attention of tho patriots by a 
violent assault upon tho fortifications on tho plain of 
San Mateo. 

This plan was followed to tho lottor. Tho day was 
tho 25th of March. Bdves attacked tho trenchos furi¬ 
ously. His known courage animated tho valor of his 
followers to recklessness. Thoy poured themselves, a 
stream of mon, against tho dofonsos. 

Behind tho parapet Bolivar stood calm nnd confident 
in tho precautions ho hnd takon. Tho royalists lind 
nlrondy charged rejjeatedly, but to bo ns often driven 
back with heavy loss by tho woll - directed firo from 
tho patriot artillery. f 

Tho Llaneros swept ngain and again to tho very foot 
of tho fortifications, but only to fall by tho sido of 
those comrades over whoso dead bodies llioy hnd ad¬ 
vanced to tho charge. 

But in the very heat of the battle, whilo tljo ranks of 
tho assaulting forco woro thus being decimated, nud 
whilo tho wliolo attention of tho patriots wns directed 
to tho defense at this point, tho surpriso column hnd 
already, in silence, nseended tho height in tho rear of 
tho left flank of tho small army, had routed tho thin 
line, nnd was now for tho first timo seen descending 
with nu evident design of seizing the mill. 

Bolivar’s keen oyo at onco saw tho now danger. Ho 
recognized how fatal would l)o tho success of tho enemy 
now—not only to himself, lmt to that proud cnpitnl 
loft with all its wealth helpless but for him nnd for 
what measures ho could now ndnpt to savo her. Thero 
seemed nothing elso for him to do than await tho blow 
which had not boon expected and against which no 
provision could have boon mndo. 

Fifty mon, wero they ns bold ns those of Thermopylae 
could have offered no effective -resistance from an open 
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hottso and oxposcd iiosition to the thousands who now, 
folly displayed to view, wcro seen pressing from the 
rear at donblo-quick. 

Bdves, triumphant in tho success of his stratagem, be- 
camo moro and moro eager in his assaults. It mattered 
little to him how many men ho woiild lose at tho 
tronchcs, if ho only succeeded in gaining tho mill. 

General Bolivar, looking upon this movement, not 
venturing to doubt its success, and foreseeing all tho 
consequences, was thrown (says tho Granadan historian, 
Josfi Manuel Bestrepo) “ into a horrible uncertainty for 


His comrades did not know it, but Bicaurto hod spoKea 
tho truth. He was not long there. Here tho fight lus 
been brought to the very moment of sacrifice. 

At this point let us borrow tho frigid voico with which 
history recounts tho deads of her martyrs. It is tho 
same historian, Bestrepo, who gives us tho story : 

“Tho young Granadan, Captain Antonio Bicaurto, 
seeing that tho enemy wero certain to captnro tho depot, 
and that tho seizuro of tho park of artillery would giro 
thorn tho victory, proceeded to place tho troops which 
he commanded in safety, they defiling by his orders 
toward tho 


ments. 

Bnt what 
had Bicaurto 
boon doing 
all this timo? 

Ho had 
watched al¬ 
most from its 
incipioncy 
tho m o v o • 
m on t by 
which the 
Spaniards 
hod turned 
tho patriot 
loft flank. He 
had probably 

thoir destina¬ 
tion before 
Gonoral Boli¬ 
var himsolf, 
and his meas¬ 
ures woro at 
once takon. 

It is related 
that, calting 
his comrades 
around him, 
ho told them 
that it would 
bo of no use 
to dofend tho 
mill — that 

moro hand¬ 
ful, whilo the 
enemy wore 
to be counted 
by tons of 
liundrods, 
and that it 

that thoy 
should leavo 



plain, while 
he, with a 
lighted 
mntoli in nis 
hand, waited 
tho approach 
of tho royal¬ 
ists. Whou 
thoy had 

enough ho set 
firo to the 
powder, and 
tho magazine 
oxplodod 
with a ter¬ 
rible noiso. 
Tho enemy 
suffered fear¬ 
ful havoc, 
tho frighten¬ 
ed romnants 
ofthooolnmn 
fled, and Bi¬ 
caurto, sacri¬ 
ficing him¬ 
self for Us 
country, sav¬ 
ed tho re¬ 
publican 

total destruc- 
tion. If 
BcSvos had 
possessed 
himself of 
thoso stores 
he would 
havo exter¬ 
minated tho 
patriots in 
San Mateo. 
Thus Rica- 
•urto deserves 


“ I havo no right to oxposo you,” ho said. “ You havo 
timo enough to escape.” 

“And wlmt are you going to do, mi capitan?" asked 
one of tho mon. 

“ I will stay bohind only for a fow minutes,” replied 
Bicanrte. 

“But if wo go without you, what shall wo say to tho 
genoral ?” 

“Tell him,” replied Bicaurto, with kindling eyes, “ that 
I shall save the guns from the enemy. Go, my friends,” 
he added, in a gentler tone ; “I shall not be long hero.” 


sublime a sacrifice.” Tho oxplosion of tho magazine, 
heard and understood over tho whole field, tended to 
dishearten tho royalists, whilo in equal degree it en¬ 
couraged tho patriots. 

At this critical moment Bolivar, sending away his horse, 
headed a chargo on foot. This onslaught was irresist¬ 
ible ; tho Spaniards, after a feeblo resistance, fled in all 
direotions, the bnttlo was over, and Canfcas was saTed. 

A nodus part of every trne life is to learn to undo 
what has been wrongly or thoughtlessly done. 
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